Brain plasticity is a double-edged sword. It allows for individuals to learn and adapt to their environment, but peculiarities may also alter the brain and contribute to maladaptive outcomes. Here, in the very interesting study conducted by Frey and colleagues, the authors used measures derived from event-related potentials (ERPs) to assess visuo-spatial maps within the visual cortex in youths with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) and controls. Based on the observation that some individuals with ASD tend to not fixate on a target (i.e. they exhibit off-center fixations), Frey and colleagues hypothesized that this fixation pattern would impact the development of the visual cortex. Specifically, they predicted that the participants with ASD would process stimuli presented in the periphery differently relative to the control group. Consistent with this prediction, the ASD group compared with the controls exhibited greater ERP amplitudes when stimuli were presented in the periphery. No group differences were detected when stimuli were presented centrally. Moreover, the investigators found that the amplitude in response to the peripheral stimuli correlated with the severity of stereotyped behaviors and restricted interests, which are core features of ASD. These findings are important because they provide preliminary data suggesting that an idiosyncratic behavior could alter brain function and possibly contribute to ASD-related impairments.
